Supplement to ‘Social Action’ 


JUNE 1953 


First Steps in C. S. A. 


16. CO-OPERATIVE ECONOMIC ORGANISATIONS 


In the previous discussion we studied the Trade Unions which 
represent one type of the workers’ reaction to the evils of Capitalism. 
In this discussion we shall study yet another method, the Co-opera- 
tive Movement, used chiefly by small wage earners (including wor- 
kers) in general, to protect themselves against Capitalistic Big 
Business. 


SecTION I—-MEANING OF WorDs 


Co-operative Movement: is the tendency towards joint econo- 
‘mic activity by workers and small wage earners to co-operate, 
either own and manage their own stores (consumers’ co-operatives), 
or to produce some commodities (producers’ co-operatives), or to 
grant one another credit (credit co-operatives), or to market their 
products (marketing co-operatives), on democratic lines. 


Co-operative society: is a voluntary association in which peo- 
ple organise on democratic principles to supply their needs through 
mutual action, and. in which the motive of economic activity is 
service and not profits. The “Co-operative Way” aims at trans- 
forming society from a profit-making institution or a compulsory 
politically managed business concern, to a society founded on the 
motive of service and mutual help. 


Section II—THr GROWTH OF THE CO-OPERATIVE MOVEMENT 


The Co-operative Movement, like the Trade Union Movement, 
in Western Europe came into being as a reaction, on the part of 
workers and small wage earners, to the growing social evils of 
Capitalism. As the workers felt the need of some kind of “union” 
to safeguard and protect their rights and the conditions of their 
working lives, so the middle class wage earners who had to buy their 
commodities from Capitalistic Big Business, felt they needed some 
kind of “co-operation” in buying and selling, to free themselves 
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from the high prices and the control exercised by Capitalistic Com- 
bines. From this need was born the Co-operative Movement. In 
Great Britain, the country in which the evils of Capitalism were 
first experienced, the Rochdale Equitable Pioneers’ Society was 
established in 1844, It was a consumers’ co-operative society start- 
ed by twenty-eight men with a capital of £ 28. Its claim to fame 
rests on the fact that the rules and principles upon which it was 
operated, are the basis of successful co-operative societies today. 


On the Continent of Europe co-operative organisations also 
spread. The best known is, perhaps, that begun in Germany in 1862 
by Friedrich Raiffeisen. He applied the co-operative principle to 
agriculture and founded the first Rural Credit Co-operative, which 
is still taken as the model by many successful rural co-operatives. 
Today Co-operative Organisations in many parts of the world are 
helping to rebuild society on principles more in keeping with the 
Christian precepts of justice and charity. 


Section NATURE AND AIM OF CO-OPERATIVE 


ORGANISATIONS 4 


The Co-operative Movement seeks to adopt the old principle 
of service to the present economic system. The aim of the Move- 
ment is service. The Co-operative organisations group together 
people who freely associate and co-operate in order to satisfy some 
economic needs, e.g., food, housing, clothing, which they share in 
common. That is to say, in the Co-operative Way, people pool their 
resources (e.g., their money) not to obtain high dividends or pro- 
fits, but to serve the community. Its first concern is the individual, 
the home and the family and the satisfaction of their wants, and 
since all these units in society are “consumers”, it organises indus- 
try, commerce and society for their welfare. 


The main principles followed by sound co-operative societies are 
the following :— 


(i) The Capital needed by the society is subscribed by mem- 
bers, either in equal shares, or in proportion to the services to be 
rendered to each member. In some cases a limited rate of interest 
is paid on capital investment. This principle, while allowing a just 
return for money used, avoids the evils of speculation in capital, 
and thus helps to restore to this type of private property (i.e., capi- 
tal) its true social fun¢ction—social service, 
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(ii) Democratic control of business. This is secured by the 
“one man one vote” principle. No matter what the number of 
shares possessed by a member, he has one and only one vote at the 
general meeting of members. The general meeting is sovereign. 


(iti) Savings returned to members on the basis of their pat- 
ronage volume. That is to say anuual profits, if any, after allot- 
ments are made to the reserve fund and to capital expenditure, are 
distributed among members in proportion to their dealings with the 
co-operative society. 


(iv) Sales for cash at the prevailing market prices. Dealing 
on a strictly cash basis removes all the complications of a credit 
system from co-operative societies. When prevailing market prices 
are ‘high”, members obtain their rebate at the end of the financial 
year, when the “profits” of the co-operative society return to the 
individual members according to the volume of their purchases. 


(v) Open membership, and religious and political neutrality. 
Membership is open to everyone whom the co-operative society can 
serve, independently of their religious and political allegiance. In 
fact, as a non-profit, non-religious and non-political body, the co- 
operative organisation has but one aim in view and one reward to 
offer its members,—service. 


SEcTION IV—ORGANISATIONS AND STRUCTURE 


Consumer co-operative societies are generally established by 
people who live in the same locality or who have similar wants. 
Thus, they organise a society to manage a general stores, a credit 
bank, a bakery or other business. 


Thus the business enterprise is usually incorporated to limit the 
liability of members. A Board of Directors, and other smaller com- 
mittees, such as, for auditing, propaganda, education, and so on, 
are elected by members at the general meeting. The Board of 
Directors appoints a Manager and other employees. Large societies 
usually have a salaried executive. 


General meetings which are attended by all members are usual- 
ly held quarterly, though some societies have monthly or annual 
meetings. 


In general, co-operative societies, may be divided between In- 
dustrial or Urban Co-operatives, such as, Consumers’, Housing, Pro- 
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ducers’ and Credit societies, and Agricultural Co-operatives, such 
as, societies for rural credit, marketing and farming equipment. 


The Federal Structure of the Co-operative Organisation built 
up both vertically and horizontally. Vertically it rises from the 
smallest co-operative unit, which serves a small area, to the large 
and powerful national and international organisations. Horizontally, 
co-opeartive societies are linked with each other in the national 
and international field. The advantages of this are obvious. In the 
Federal Structure each co-operative society, even the smallest, re- 
tains its full identity and autonomy, while enjoying all the benefits 
which the whole Federal Structure possesses. Moreover, the Fede- 
ral Structure is best suited to give the best service: through its 
smallest co-operative societies, it can tap the needs of the ordinary 
persons, of the home and family, and through its powerful national 
and international organisations it can put at the disposal of all mem- 
bers, the economic strength and power possessed by the largest 
capitalistic Combines, without the drawbacks of Capitalism. 


READING :— 


Quadragesimo Anno, paras: 46, 53, 64-65. ' 
Publications on Co-operatives, by the International Labour 
Office 


EXERCISES AND FIELD WoRK :—. 
1. Explain carefully what you understand by the Co-operative 
Movement. 
Define a Co-operative Society. 
Explain the Rochdale Principles of Co-operation. 
Draw up a list of the societies in your town or district. 


Draw up a list of the commodities used by people in your 
town or district which may be usefully supplied by co-ope- 
rative societies. 


DE NOBILI PRESS, MADURAI, 
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